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The Legacies of Bernard Smith. Essays on Australian Art, History and Cultural Politics. By Jaynie 
Anderson, Christopher R. Marshall and Andrew Yip, editor(s). 370 pp. incl. 44 col. + 5 b. & w. ills. 
(Power Publications in association with the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, 2016), A$39.99. 
9780994306432 (paperback). 
 
Bernard Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific, 1768-1850: A Study in the History 
of Art and Ideas (1960) remains today the most influential work of scholarship by an 
Australian art historian (as Jaynie Anderson argues in the book under review). It examined 
‘art’ in its widest sense (coastal profiles and natural history sketches by voyager artists, crude 
prints from missionary journals, as well as grand oil paintings that graced the walls of the 
Royal Academy), a radical stance long before the term ‘visual culture’ came into popular 
usage. It articulated a set of ideas that were remarkably prescient: the relationship between art 
history and its disciplinary siblings (particularly anthropology, science and history), the 
porous boundaries between ‘national’ and ‘global’ art histories, the significance of cross-
cultural encounter and exchange, and the role of art in the development and lived experience 
of empire.  
 
Smith’s important legacy is recognised in the first section of this excellent anthology, The 
Legacies of Bernard Smith, perhaps most lucidly in the essay by Nicholas Thomas. Here Thomas 
continues his exploration into the reciprocal influence of European and indigenous cultures, 
offering profound new ways of understanding the relationship between ‘art’ and 
‘ethnography’. Taking a wide-ranging view of Smith’s intellectual concerns from the late 
1940s onwards, his former student Terry Smith traces the transition from Marxist critic and 
Antipodean cultural historian, to revolutionary theorist of contemporary art (p. 116). In his 
insightful essay, Smith younger urges us to move beyond his mentor’s global perspective to a 
planetary one (p. 126). In a later essay Ian McLean argues that Smith’s ‘blind spot’ was 
Aboriginal art, or more broadly, the Western ideology of primitivism (p. 329). Catherine 
Speck considers Smith’s deft positioning of expatriate artists within national art histories, a 
stance that presages recent debates around cosmopolitanism and global mobilities. 
 
While Smith’s greatest legacy was in the field of art history, The Legacies of Bernard Smith 
also reminds us of his important influence on muselogy, art education and cultural politics. 
Simon Pierse, for example, explores his intellectual encounters with Peter Fuller, Clement 
Greenberg and Kenneth Clark (whom he met while on a research scholarship at the Warburg 
Institute in 1949). Other essays consider aspects of Smith’s cultural politics – his role as a 
collector, civic activist, political polemicist, and museum critic. 
In his final book, Modernism’s History: A Study in Twentieth-Century Art and Ideas (1998), 
Smith wrote: ‘I shall be writing therefore with Europe as my antipodes, seeing it from a 
distance and yet seeing it also as part of myself, my cognitive space and my culture’. He had 
a profound understanding of the significance of ‘place’ and cultural tradition, that led far 
beyond the limitations of geography. This significant anthology adds to a growing literature 
about Smith in the wake of his death in 2011, a timely reminder of the enduring relevance of 
his ideas today. 
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